An ultrastructural study of retinal photoreceptor degeneration associated with bronchial carcinoma.
We studied both eyes of a 66-year-old man with retinal degeneration and oat cell carcinoma of the bronchus. Retinal degeneration was most marked peripheral to the parafovea where photoreceptor cells and their outer segments were absent. Within the parafovea, photoreceptor cells remained but rod outer segments were absent and cone outer segments were fragmented and disorganized. The retinal pigment epithelium contained many immature melanin granules within melanolysosomes, suggesting abnormal melanin synthesis and resorption. We suggest that a pharmacologically active substance resembling a hormone produced by the tumor increased melanin synthesis in the pigment epithelium and that the increased melanin content in these cells compromised their ability to phagocytose and maintain normal turnover of photoreceptor outer segments. We believe these changes led to photoreceptor outer segment loss and subsequent degeneration of the photoreceptor cells.